Effect of feed rationing during post-weaning growth on meat quality, muscle energy metabolism and fibre properties of Biceps femoris muscle in the rabbit.
During the weaning period (5 weeks of age), 50 hybrid rabbits were divided at random into five groups (or blocks). Animals from the block 1 were immediately slaughtered at this age and used as initial reference. The remaining rabbits were placed in individual cages and fed the same amount of food until slaughter, but differently rationed. From 5 to 8 weeks of age, the rabbits coming from blocks 2 and 4, and from blocks 3 and 5 received 70% and 90% of the ad libitum ration, respectively. Animals of blocks 2 and 3 were slaughtered at 8 weeks of age. Between 8 and 11 weeks of age, animals from blocks 4 and 5 were fed, respectively, 90% and 70% of the ad libitum ration, prior to sacrifice. At slaughter the Biceps femoris (BF) muscles were immediately removed from each rabbit and the ultimate pH (pHu) and meat colour L*a*b* parameters were measured. Thereafter, one BF was used for aldolase and isocitrate dehydrogenase (ICDH) activity determinations, while the other BF muscle was used for fibre distribution (% of βR, αR and αW) and morphometric trait measurements. As expected, at 8 weeks of age, rabbits given for 3 weeks the strictest feed rationing (70% of the ad libitum ration) were lighter than rabbits fed the lowest feed rationing (90% of the ad libitum ration). At 11 weeks of age, rabbits given the 70% ration initially and then switched to 90% ration showed significantly higher body weights than rabbits fed the alternative diet (90% ration initially and then switched to 70% ration), and the best feed conversion ratio. Fibre type distribution, fibre cross-sectional area and compactness, colour and metabolic characteristics varied according to slaughter age. The effects of feeding treatment were low.